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Too little attention has been given to the literary value of the 
Black sermon. These sermons are particularly rich in their poetry, 
especially rhythm and imagery. 
Most scholars will attest to the presence of rhythm in the Black 
sermon, although they may be unaware of its nature or purpose. Rhythm 
is important primarily because it aids the minister to establish some 
kind of rapport with his congregation in the form of a dialogue, which 
may be termed the "call-and-response" pattern. The rhythm may be 
examined from at least two points of view: the rhythmic line and the 
rhythmic pattern. These categories cannot be considered mutually exclu¬ 
sive, since rhythmic lines make up the rhythmic pattern. The rhythmic 
pattern is almost always in the form of a progression, which allows the 
preacher to bring home a particularly significant point. 
Imagery is used quite extensively in the Black sermon. Preachers 
create clear, vivid images in order to make their congregation see the 
import of his message. The Black preacher seems to be especially in¬ 
terested in showing God's love and concern for his children. And the 
purpose of the imagery seems to be to show how God is actually involved 
in the affairs of man. 
This study has by no means exhausted all the possibilities of lit¬ 
erary research in this area. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The sermons of many of our great American and English clerics 
have been analyzed for their literary value. However, very little 
attention has been given to the sermons of some of our most gifted con¬ 
temporary writers--the Black Baptist Preacher. 
Nancy Woolridge's important study of the Negro Sermon concerns 
itself chiefly with the manner in which the sermon had been incorporated 
into the body of American fiction before 1900. While her work offers 
very important background material, the present study differs in two 
very important ways. First, the sermons used here are contemporary, 
that is, since 1960. Second, emphasis is placed on the poetry found in 
the sermons themselves. 
Benjamin E. Mays’ book, The Negro's God, represents a serious 
effort to pay tribute to the Negro preacher. But the book is flawed, 
as Vincent Harding states in the preface to the Atheneum edition, "by 
the author's inability to see the black sermon as one of our highest 
literary forms." Furthermore, Professor Mays brought to this material 
the interests and critical abilities of the theologian rather than those 
of the literary critic. 
James Weldon Johnson's book, God's Trombones. remains unparalleled 
in its attempt to capture the poetic utterances of the old-time Negro 
preacher. But his work is a book of poems, not a critical study. More¬ 
over, James Weldon Johnson's volume first appeared in the 20's, and it 
was based on sermons that were popular at that time. Since the publica¬ 
tion of this work, there has been unfortunately a long and terrible 
1 
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silence from the ranks of scholars and critics. In fact, only until 
recently has there been a renewed fervor in this area. I refer specif¬ 
ically to two works: Bruce A. Rosenberg's, The Art of the American 
Folk Preacher and Henry H. Mitchell's Black Preaching. 
Professor Rosenberg and I, working independently, came up with 
some similar ideas concerning the literary value of the sermons of Black 
preachers. And the present study owes much to his work, for it has pro¬ 
vided me with some necessary materials for documentâtion--materials 
which every writer of theses and term papers gladly welcomes. But, as 
Mr. Rosenberg would be the first to admit, he came to this tradition as 
a stranger, and he has not been quite able to grasp the full signif¬ 
icance of the rich materials placed at his disposal. He has remained 
as someone "standing on a hill-top observing a fire in the valley below, 
who may enjoy all of its visual imagery but will feel none of its heat." 
Although unaware of the "proper" terms of many of the rhetorical devices 
that he discusses, he has presented a fairly convincing argument. 
As a medievalist Mr. Rosenberg has recognized certain similarities 
between the "chanted" sermon of the folk preacher and the chanted poems 
of certain oral poets. In the present study I have not attempted to 
deal directly with Mr. Rosenberg's thesis. Since I am focusing directly 
on the poetry in the sermons, my study tends to be more analytical and 
expository than comparative. 
Professor Mitchell's book is more important to the preacher or 
theologian than to the literary scholar, for it is essentially a hand¬ 
book in homiletics. Yet it has been of considerable aid to me, espe¬ 
cially the chapter entitled "The Black Style." 
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I became interested in the Black sermon as a literary genre while 
I was still in high school. Since that time I have collected some 
fifty sermons, most of which are available on tape. Whenever possible, 
I attended the church and sat through the meeting in order to see how 
the sermon was being incorporated into the entire service. Many of the 
sermons are now available on record and can be purchased at any good 
record shop. Hearing these sermons would be of tremendous advantage to 
the reader of this paper, for in almost every case I have not been able 
to describe the full richness contained therein. 
I have also conducted interviews with preachers, their wives, and 
church members in order to aid me in determining how and why certain 
poetic devices were used in the sermons. 
The preachers are all Baptist and come chiefly from the south. 
Since I attended college in this area, these preachers were more acces¬ 
sible to me. But the conclusions I have reached may apply to northern 
preachers as well. 
I approach these sermons as a student of literature, whose primary 
interest is in the poetry in the sermons. But, of course, in a project 
of this nature, the literary necessarily touches upon the religious and 
the sociological. 
This thesis is divided into three chapters. In the first chapter 
I will attempt to show the relationship between poetry and preaching. 
It will become quite clear from the outset that while I am concerned 
primarily with black preaching, there are certain poetic elements which 
can be found in all good preaching. In Chapter II, "Rhythm and the 
Sound of Poetry," I will endeavor to show the relationship between 
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sound and rhythm and attempt to point out the various aspects of rhythm 
in the Black sermon. Chapter III deals with imagery. An effort will 
be made to discuss the significance of the imagery as it relates to the 
religious and cultural life of the preacher and his congregation. 
Although I have not been able to dedicate a chapter to the treat¬ 
ment of each poetic device discussed in this thesis, the reader will 
find such elements as repetition and parallelism discussed in Chapter 
II. In Chapter III, metaphor, simile, and other figures of speech are 
considered. Some of the more technical devices such as the "whoop,” 
"call-and-response," "shifting gears," and "the roll call" will be de¬ 
fined when discussed in the paper. 
I am grateful to Professor Lucius M. Tobin, who suggested certain 
key references; to Professor Stephen E. Henderson, under whom I began 
this project; to Dean Richard K. Barksdale, who has been very patient 
and considerate as my advisor. To the pastors who allowed me to tape 
their sermons and to all who so kindly consented to be interviewed, I 
am indeed indebted. 
CHAPTER I 
ON POETRY AND PREACHING 
Brooks and Warren in their brilliant handbook, Understanding 
Poetry. go to great length to point out that poetry should not be con¬ 
sidered the exclusive terrain of those who profess to be poets. Indeed, 
they suggest that: "By the very nature of the human being, the ordinary 
citizen in the ordinary day speaks of what we might call incipient 
poetry--he attempts to communicate attitudes, feelings, and interpreta¬ 
tions, including ideas."'*' They maintain further that: 
Poetry in this sense is not confined to the speech of 
the ordinary citizen. It appears also in editorials, ser¬ 
mons, political speeches, advertisements, and magazine 
articles--even if it is not usually recognized as poetry. 
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In all of the above forms, therefore, some of the "methods of poetry" 
are used to persuade and color the attitude of the readers or listeners. 
And at least to this degree, we all seem to be caught up in what Brooks 
and Warren have called "the stuff of poetry." Moreover, while most of 
us do not go about calling ourselves poets, Brooks and Warren have at 
least made us recognize the essential truth of Wordsworth's dictum: 
1 
Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren, Understanding Poetry. 3rd 
edition (New York: Holt, Rhinehart and Winston, Inc., 1960), p. 6. 
2 
Ibid., p . 6 . 
3 
This term, which is borrowed from Brooks and Warren, is used 
throughout this chapter to refer to certain essentially poetic devices 
which are often found in prose, such as metaphor and simile. 
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that "a poet is a man speaking to men."*" 
To be sure, preachers are men speaking to other men. And while 
it might be argued that preachers are not necessarily poets, it is at 
least hoped that they share this one common virtue: namely, that they 
be men who are "endowed with more lively sensibility, more enthusiasm 
and tenderness, who have a greater knowledge of human nature, and a 
o 
more comprehensive soul, than are supposed to be common among mankind." 
It was perhaps Donne's "comprehensive soul" which allowed him to 
enjoy a career as both poet and preacher. And, according to Potter and 
Simpson, there seems to be no evidence of tension between the poet and 
the Dean of St. Paul's. They write: 
We cannot read Donne's sermons aright without realizing 
that this preacher was essentially a poet, who when he was 
debarred from the ordinary forms of verse, threw his energy 
into weaving new rhythms and harmonies in prose. There was 
nothing unreal or factitious in such an exercise, nothing 
which detracted from his profound sincerity. He could not 
express himself save in poetry, or in a rhythmical prose 
which had all the essentials of poetry.... There are some 
of his sermons, admittedly only a few, which are in effect 
poems. Donne planned them under the influence of some 
strong emotion, and their structure is fundamentally that 
of a poem.3 
Potter and Simpson seem to suggest that Donne was a great preacher not 
despite but because of his poetical gifts. And while only a few clergy- 
men--and perhaps none of the stature of Donne--can claim greatness as 
1 




G. R. Potter and E. M. Simpson, The Sermons of John Donne. Vol. 
I (Berkeley: University Press, 1959), p. 91. 
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a poet, most preachers do insist that some knowledge of poetry is ben¬ 
eficial in both the writing and delivery of their sermons. It is per¬ 
haps for this very reason that many professors of homiletics advise 
young seminarians to become "conscious of the power of words." Thus, 
Peter-Thomas Rohrbach asserts that: 
The preacher, who is necessarily committed to a commu¬ 
nication art, should recognize that something that is 
stated in direct, meaningful, fresh language can have im¬ 
pact on his audience.-*■ 
Therefore he points out to the young preacher: "Your sermon can be made 
attractive and interesting by selecting the right words in which to 
o 
clothe your ideas." 
Robert J. McCracken, in his The Making of the Sermon, also attests 
to the significance of the magic and beauty of words: 
There are people who are word-deaf just as some are 
color-blind. It is a misfortune when a preacher has no 
feeling for the magic of words and no flair for word¬ 
weaving. We should care for words, should select them 
judiciously and lovingly.... We should cultivate the 
sense of the sound, value, and association of words. 
Here, McCracken seems to share the poet's concern for the sound and 
value of words. In his opinion, "poetry nourishes style." Therefore, 
"to read it is to get into the habit of looking intensely at words. 
Unless we are word-deaf, it inclines us to select words judiciously and 
1 
Peter-Thomas Rohrbach, The Art of Dynamic Preaching (Garden City: 
Doubleday & Company, Inc.), p. 108. 
2 
Ibid. . p. 107. 
3 
Robert J. McCracken, The Making of the Sermon (New York: Harper 
6c Brothers, 1956), pp. 73-4. 
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lovingly. McCracken thinks that this advice is especially worth heed¬ 
ing, since, as he suggests, 
The poets have a keener insight into the real signif¬ 
icance of things than most of us.... They are able to 
use language in such wonderful fashion as to conjure up 
for us a sense of beauty or power, the existence of which 
we had not suspected, or only vaguely at the back of our 
minds. Inspiration comes from keeping company with the 
inspired. The expression of such inspiration as we have 
will come better by the unconscious influence of example 
--the example of Shakespeare, Wordsworth, Browning, Yeats, 
Whitman, Frost--than by self-conscious effort and eloquent 
style 
Willard Sperry also feels that a lesson might be learned from the 
poets. He admits, in this regard, that: "One of my secret and imper¬ 
fectly realized ideals is that somehow I might be able to make words 
obey, to make them come to heel, as Milton and Wordsworth have done in 
their sonnets. 
The prevailing view among teachers of homiletics, then, is that 
poetry does enhance style. In this regard one might be led to pose the 
question: how does style relate to content? If we concur with Profes¬ 
sor Ozora Davis in his opinion that "there is an innate craving for 
beauty in every listener,"^ then we must admit that a "well-wrought" 
1 
Robert J. McCracken, The Making of the Sermon (New York: Harper 
& Brothers, 1956), p. 81. 
2 
McCracken, p. 81. 
3 
Cited by McCracken, p. 74. 
4 
Ozora S. Davis, Principles of Preaching (Chicago: 
Chicago Press, 1924), p. 258. 
University of 
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sermon is more likely to be received than a dull and uninteresting one. 
As style serves as a means of captivating the attention of the congrega¬ 
tion, it becomes a necessary adjunct of content. This certainly seems 
to be the opinion of Frank Smith, as is evidenced in the following in¬ 
terview: 
QUESTION: Would you comment on your particular style of 
preaching? 
SMITH: The style is a way of maintaining attention. Once 
you have their attention, you can present to them 
the Word of God. 
QUESTION: What is the "Word of God?" 
SMITH: It is a message that God has for a given people at 
a given time. This does not necessarily include 
the Bible. 
QUESTION: How can you best convey the "Word of God?" 
SMITH: I use metaphors; I crack a joke that is germane to 
what I'm saying. 
QUESTION: What is the nature of these metaphors? 
SMITH: Can I give you an example? Now when I say metaphor, 
I mean figure of speech. Here is a simile I use: 
''We use religion like a bourgeois uses a set of 
dishes--they take them out only when company comes. 
We likewise tend to use our religion only on certain 
occasions, like when we come to church.* 
Here is an example of a rhythmic phrase I use: 
'It is a strange thing the way we use our religion: 
we will argue for it; we will fight for it; we will 
even die for it; we will do anything but live for 
it.' 
QUESTION: What is the effect of such metaphors and rhythmic 
phrases? 
SMITH: They receive the content of what I'm saying. It is 
like putting sugar in lemonade; it is bitter by it¬ 
self, like the message. You have to make it more 
bearable. You don't tell people point-blank that 
they are sinners; you have to use tact.l 
"From Interview with Smith, May, 1968, Atlanta, Georgia. 
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The above interview is significant for at least two reasons. First, 
Rev. Smith admits that he employs certain poetic devices in his sermons, 
such as rhythmic patterns and figurative language. Second, he suggests 
that such devices are not only beautiful but, more importantly, they 
are necessary in order to make a "bitter message sweet." 
Certainly when a preacher consciously coats his language in order 
to make the message more tolerable; or when he realizes that certain 
words more so than others tend to attract and sustain the attention of 
his congregation--it is at this point that he abandons the world of 
prose and enters that of poetry. James Weldon Johnson's vivid descrip¬ 
tion of the Black preacher that he remembered hearing as a child attests 
to the essential truth of this statement: 
His discourse was generally kept at a high pitch of 
fervency, but occasionally he dropped into colloquialisms 
and, less often, into humor. He preached a personal and 
anthropomorphic God, a sure-enough heaven and a red hot 
hell. His imagination was bold and unfettered. He had 
the power to sweep his hearers before him; and so himself 
was often swept away. At such times his language was not 
prose but poetry. ^ 
It was indeed this inherent poetic quality in the Negro sermon 
which inspired Mr. Johnson to write, God's Trombones, his book of seven 
Negro sermons in verse. He makes the point quite clear in the preface 
to this volume: "In a general way, these poems were suggested by the 
2 
rather vague memories of sermons I heard preached in my childhood." 
However, the immediate stimulus came somewhat later while hearing a 
1 
James Weldon Johnson, God's Trombones (New York: The Viking 
Press , 1927) , p. 5 . 
2 
Ibid., p. 5. 
11 
sermon by a preacher, whom he describes thus: 
He intoned, he moaned, he pleaded, he blared, he 
crashed, he thundered. I sat fascinated; and more, I 
was, perhaps against my will, deeply moved; the emo¬ 
tional effect upon me was irresistable. Before he had 
finished I took a slip of paper and somewhat surrepti¬ 
tiously jotted down some ideas for the first poem, "The 
Créât ion. 
Now Mr. Johnson never claimed--and neither have I--that the sermon 
should be considered a poem. But in the preacher's effort to commu¬ 
nicate with his congregation, he quite often makes extensive use of 
some of the methods of poetry. 
In order to better understand the nature of the poetry in the 
2 
sermon, it might be helpful to consider briefly the structure of a 
typical sermon. The Black sermon may be divided into three parts: In¬ 
troduction, Body and Conclusion. In the introduction the preacher 
states his text, which he may repeat two or three times. Next he 
announces the subject of his discourse, which is also usually repeated. 
Some comments are then made which suggest the importance of his partic¬ 
ular message for him as well as for his congregation. For instance, 
Rev. Watson had this to say after he announced his text: "I'm going to 
talk this morning about a Waymaker. He may not have made no way for 
you, but he has made a way for me." 
The preacher treats the subject proper in the body of the sermon. 
He may make certain digressions from the Biblical account, expanding 
1 
Johnson, p. 7. 
2 
By structure, I do not mean anything more complicated than the 
mere divisions of the sermons, which I have arbitrarily designated: 
introduction, body, and conclusion. 
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upon it in order to show the relevance of his message to the particular 
needs of his congregation. Somewhere near the end of this section of 
the sermon, the minister may "shift gears"*' in order to move to the 
close of the sermon. Now he is ready to PREACH. The language suddenly 
becomes more ordered and more metrical. The dialogue between preacher 
and members of his congregation becomes more noticeable. Rhythmic pat¬ 
terns begin to emerge, and it is also here that some of the more beau¬ 
tiful imagistic patterns are found. 
In some sermons where there has been an attempt to develop a cen¬ 
tral idea through the use of allegory or by some other dramatic or nar¬ 
rative technique, we may notice some kind of denouement which occurs 
somewhere between the body and conclusion. This denouement is espe¬ 
cially important if we consider the fact that the conclusion of the 
sermon may appear to have very little to do with the subject of the 
sermon itself. That is to say, the preacher often moves beyond his 
announced text in order to bring home the idea of God's love and provi¬ 
dence. And as he does so, he makes extensive use of two very essential 
elements of poetry: rhythm and imagery. 
1 
I am indebted to Rev. Clayton Taylor for identifying this par¬ 
ticular rhetorical device in the Black sermon. A shift is noticed when¬ 
ever a preacher suddenly changes his rate of utterance. James Weldon 
Johnson, alluding to this device in the preface to God's Trombones, 
states that "often a startling effect is gained by breaking off suddenly 
at the highest point of intensity and dropping into the monotone of 
ordinary speech." 
CHAPTER II 
RHYTHM AND THE SOUND OF POETRY 
The primary poetic element in the Black sermon is its characteris¬ 
tic rhythmic sound. It is indeed the audible rhythms in the sermon 
which strike one's ear as being peculiarly poetic.'*’ While the preacher 
is not necessarily interested in weaving poems, he, like the poet, is 
very much concerned with how his writing sounds; for he realizes that 
the power to persuade, convince, and move the congregation often resides 
not in what is said, but in how it is said. James Weldon Johnson even 
remembered having "witnessed a congregation moved to ecstasy by the 
2 
rhythmic intoning of sheer incoherencies." 
Sermons, therefore, are likely to achieve a much greater impact 
when they are heard rather than read. Martin Luther King has recognized 
this fact, for in the preface to Strength to Love he comments: 
I have been rather reluctant to have a volume of sermons 
printed. My misgivings have grown out of the fact that a 
sermon is not an essay to be read but a discourse to be 
heard. Therefore, a sermon is directed toward the listening 
ear rather than the reading eye.3 
Professor Mitchell, echoing this very point, makes it quite clear that 
1 
Several churchgoers when interviewed suggested that their 
preachers' sermons sounded like poetry. 
2 
Johnson, p. 5. 
3 




the examples that he uses in his book, Black Preaching, are "transcripts 
of actual sermons, which, in the Black tradition, were preached and 
heard, not written to be read. Much of their real impact, therefore, 
is lost, unless one knows how they would have sounded and, in his mind, 
turns up the volume as he reads. 
This emphasis upon the oral is indeed an important feature of 
lyric poetry. Thus, Professor Rosenheim reminds the young students of 
poetry that: "Since the qualities of sound and rhythm contribute in¬ 
dispensably to the poetic effect, one important dimension of your pleas- 
2 
ure can be supplied only when you hear a poem read aloud." Judson Jerome 
goes somewhat further, as he states that: 
Poetry is oral; it is not words, but words performed. 
In our time that performance takes place only in the 
reader's imagination, but, nonetheless, the 'real' poem 
is not the scratches on the paper, but the sounds those 
scratches stand for.^ 
Therefore, since both poet and preacher are interested in the 
sound of language, particular emphasis is placed upon the oral. Such 
at least has been the tentative conclusion of Bruce Rosenberg, who has 
attempted to show how the sermons of certain Black Baptist preachers 
provide evidence of a live oral tradition, much like that common among 
1 
Henry H. Mitchell, Black Preaching (New York: J. B. Lippincott 
Company, 1970), p. 15. 
2 
Edward Rosenheim, What Happens in Literature (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1960), p. 5. 
3 
Judson Jerome, Poetry; Premeditated Art (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 1968), p. 60. 
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oral epic poets. He writes: 
Many preachers (most of whom are Negro) compose their 
sermons spontaneously by using techniques identical to 
tnose employed by Lord's guslars.... The biggest dif¬ 
ference between the Yugoslavian oral epic and the American 
oral sermon is that guslars sang narrative epics, while 
the American preachers chant another kind of narrative. 
And the lines of the sermon are less rigid metrically .*• 
Now what Professor Rosenberg describes as chanting--and he admits for 
want of a better term--is but the preacher's particular rhythmic cadence. 
However, Henry Mitchell claims that too much attention has been 
2 
given to the rhythm in the Black sermon, pointing out that: 
My own observations of thirty years in the pulpit as 
well as my study of tapes would seen not to give much 
support to the idea that Black preachers use rhythm to 
any great degree.^ 
While Mr. Mitchell never attempts to discuss his own notion of rhythm, 
he is certain that it should be distinguished from such matters as in¬ 
flection and intonation. He contends that: 
Closely associated with the stereotypical use of tone 
by Black preachers is the use of rhythm in preaching. 
Most white observers, including folklorists as well as 
anthropologists and theologians never seem to be able to 
discover one without the other 
1 
Bruce Rosenberg, The Art of the American Folk Preacher (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1970), p. 5. 
2 
There is little reason to believe that Professor Mitchell ever 
had the opportunity to read Mr. Rosenberg's discussion on rhythm before 
his own book was published. The books appeared about the same time. 
3 
Mitchell, p. 167. 
4 
Ibid., p. 166. 
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Professor Mitchell is likely to find that Black observers too are hes¬ 
itant to make this type of a priori distinction between intonation and 
rhythm. In his discussion of the Black preacher's rhythmic art, James 
Weldon Johnson speaks specifically on the subject of intonation: "This 
intoning is always a matter of crescendo and diminuendo in the intensity 
--a rising and falling between plain speaking and wild chanting."'*' 
Moreover, whenever asked about their particular preaching styles, 
most ministers respond in a manner similar to Rev. Smith, who made the 
following comment: 
I repeat rhythmic phrases. I don't mean in a singsong 
pattern; I mean like Martin Luther King. It sounds good.^ 
While most scholars and observers in general will agree that there 
is something rhythmical about the Black sermon, they tend to be quite 
reluctant to answer a most fundamental question: What is the nature 
and purpose of the rhythm (or rhythms) in the sermon? Their reluctance 
is justified since rhythm itself is a very elusive term, and more than 
one author has begun a definition of rhythm by speaking first about its 
essential indefinable character. However, Deutsch's definition seems 
to be as appropriate as any for the present discussion: 
Rhythm is perceived in a sequence of events when they 
recur so regularly that the time intervals they occupy 
are felt to be either nearly equal to one another or 
symmetrical.^ 
1 
Johnson, p. 10. 
2 
Interview with Rev. Frank Smith, April, 1967. 
3 
Babette Deutsch, Poetry Handbook. 3rd. edition (New York: Funk 
& Wagnalls, 1969), p. 144. 
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But such definition is too general to serve more than a heuristic func¬ 
tion . 
Rhythm in the Black sermon seems to fall in either of two cate¬ 
gories: that which is evidenced in a particular line or that which is 
perceived in a pattern.^- While these categories are by no means mu¬ 
tually exclusive, for the purpose of explanation and illustration it 
will be necessary to consider each in turn. 
II 
While observing the Black preacher of his day, James Weldon 
Johnson's ear was quickened to the sound of the preacher's audible 
rhythms. This type of rhythm depends largely upon the preacher's 
ability to modulate his voice from, as Johnson noted, "a sepulchral 
whisper to a crashing thunder clap." And this modulation must take 
place within a given rhythmic line, which is rendered metrical by the 
preacher's inflection, intonation, stresses, pauses and tempo. The 
voice, therefore, is the essential tool here, as Rev. Watson suggests 
in the following portion of an interview: 
QUESTION: In your opinion who are some of the better 
preachers in Atlanta? 
WATSON: You find a lot of good preachers I wish I could 
preach like. But some of them, like some people, 
I don't wish I could live like. 
QUESTION: Why do you wish you could preach like them? 
WATSON: Well, it seems that they have such a good pitch, 
such a good wisdom. 
1 
These two categories are hereafter referred to as "the rhythmic 
line" and "the rhythmic pattern," or sometimes more conveniently, "the 
line" and "the pattern." 
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QUESTION: How important is pitch? 
WATSON: It's just like someone playing a piano which you 
may not enjoy. But someone comes along and adds 
a little something extra. A beat just makes it 
sound good.l 
But the rhythmic beat in the sermons serves more than a purely esthetic 
function; it is also an important medium for the expression of ideas-- 
even emotions.^ 
Harvey Gross, while discussing the musical quality of T. S. Eliot's 
poetry, makes this most incisive comment: 
No modern poet has so effectively used rhythm to evoke 
'a knowledge of how feelings go;' no rhythms have shown 
such power to summon emotion to the forefront of conscious¬ 
ness .3 
This statement is not only a fine tribute to a great poet, it also sug¬ 
gests the potential of rhythm to reach down into the "inner life of 
feeling." Eliot himself, in recognition of this very power of rhythm, 
developed his notion of the auditory imagination, which might be sum¬ 
marized as 
the feeling for syllable and rhythm penetrating far 
below the conscious levels of thought and feeling, in¬ 
vigorating every word; sinking to the most primitive and 
forgotten, returning to the origin and bringing some¬ 
thing back, seeking the beginning and the end.^ 
1 
Interview with Rev. S. T. Watson. 
2 
Johnson compares the voice range of the old-time Negro preacher 
to that of a trombone, "the instrument possessing above all others the 
power to express the wide and varied range of emotions encompassed by 
the human voice--and with greater amplitude." p. 7. 
3 
Harvey Gross, Sound and Form in Modern Poetry (Ann Arbor: The 
University of Michigan Press, 1964), p. 169. 
4 
Cited by F. 0. Matthiessen, The Achievement of T. S. Eliot (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1959), p. 81. 
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But perhaps the most important function of the rhythmic beat is that it 
helps secure and maintain the attention of the congregation "for what 
is there to be worthy of attention."*" 
It should be noted, however, that the rhythm which a preacher 
uses is not consistent throughout the sermon. In fact, at the very be¬ 
ginning of the sermon one hardly recognizes any rhythmic beat at all. 
Professor Rosenberg has taken great care to make note of this fact: 
It must be recalled in any discussion of the meter or 
rhythm of oral sermons that they all begin in prose and 
work toward metrical verse. The flow is not always smooth, 
the metrics may be poor (and may vary during the sermon), 
and the preacher may alternate between "prose" and metrical 
sections .2 
Warren, in his rhetorical study of Martin Luther King's sermons, has 
noticed a similar movement from prose to a more rhythmical verse. He 
remarks: 
Concerning tbe rate (or speed of utterance) of his 
speaking, Dr. King begins his sermons unhurriedly, 
deliberately, almost at 'a snail's pace,' soon, however, 
increasing the rate to what may be considered 'normal.' 
His deliberateness in utterance is a distinct asset in 
his attempt to achieve understandability (clarity of the 
meaning of his discourse) and attention. He knows also 
how to make use of pause meaningfully punctuating his 
rate .2 
Warren suggests further that Dr. King "is thoroughly familiar with and 
1 
Karl Shapiro and Robert Beum, A Prosody Handbook (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1965), p. 79. 
2 
Rosenberg, p. 40. 
3 
Mervyn Warren, "A Rhetorical Study of the Preaching of Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr." (Unpublished Ph. D. dissertation, Michigan State 
University), p. 127. 
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has acquired the relevant tones and rhythm which convey meaning, espe¬ 
cially to the Negro masses."^ 
Professor Alan Jabbour has gone even further in his attempt to 
describe the rhythm employed by a particular minister whom he observed. 
Rev. Ratliff begins his sermon in normal, though 
stately and carefully measured, prose. As he gets into 
his subject, he gradually raises the intensity of his 
delivery (through well-timed ups and downs). About one 
third of the way into his sermon the prose has merged 
into a very rhythmical delivery, punctuated into periods 
(more or less regular) by a sharp utterance, which I 
suppose might be called a vehement grunt. I haven't 
timed these periods, but I would guess that they fall 
about every three seconds, sometimes less.2 
Now this "vehement grunt" that Professor Jabbour heard in the sermon is 
O 
what Black preachers commonly call the "whoop" or "hack." And its 
function does appear to be to divide the rhythmic line into metrically 
equivalent periods. But, as both Johnson and Rosenberg noted, the met¬ 
rical line is quantitative rather than qualitative. Therefore, "there 
is a decided syncopation of speech--the crowding in of many syllables 
or the lengthening out of a few to fill one metric foot." This point 
is perhaps best illustrated by the following excerpt from a sermon by 
Rev. Jasper W. Williams: 
1 
Warren, p. 127. 
2 
Cited by Rosenberg, p. 11. 
3 
This information was obtained from several ministers whom I in¬ 
terviewed. James Weldon Johnson, in the preface to God's Trombones, 
refers to this device as "a quick intaking and an audible expulsion of 
the breath." Rosenberg refers to the whoop when he suggests that the 
preacher? "punctuates his line with a gasp for breath that is usually 
so consistent it can be timed metrically." 
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1 All power is in my hand. 
2 Power  to be bread in a starving land. 
3 Power  to be a doctor in a sick room. 
4 Power  to be a friend when all have walked away from 
you .1 
Clearly a pattern has emerged. (This type of pattern will be discussed 
later in the chapter). What is significant at this point is the fact 
that although "power" has only two syllables, it receives the same time 
value that is given to the second part of the line. In other words, Rev. 
Williams has drawn out the two syllables in the word power, while com¬ 
pressing those in the second part of the rhythmic line. Therefore, we 
note a marked change in tempo occurring after the break in each line. 
Through inflection, intonation, pause, tempo, and sound duration, Rev. 
Williams has transformed what would ordinarily be considered mere scream¬ 
ing to harmonious syncopation. Moreover, the import of what he says is 
to be found not only in the words, but, and perhaps more importantly, 
in the very vigorous and rhythmical manner in which he utters them. 
This seems to support Gross' claim that: "Rhythm can communicate before 
it is understood; it can begin to stir us before our minds can say what 
it is that we feel."^ 
But the natural abilities of the preacher alone are not enough to 
sustain this kind of fervor and keep the congregation at a high emotional 
peak. The congregation must also actively participate. This participa¬ 
tion not only urges the preacher on to a moment of high fervor, but it 
also helps him keep the rhythmic pattern. Rosenberg's study revealed 
Ï 
Jasper W. Williams, Jr., '*The Beloved Prostitute." 
2 
Gross, p. 82. 
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something of this nature: 
Rhythm is an on-going skill, it must be sustained and 
properly placed throughout the sermon to be truly effec¬ 
tive. A few--but only a very few--of the most skillful 
preachers can sustain the rhythm of their lines regardless 
of the reaction of the congregation and regardless of 
whether they have a live audience before them or not.^ 
Mr. Rosenberg clarifies this type of response from a live audience thus: 
What strangers to chanted sermons find most striking 
is that during most of the performance, and especially 
during the chanted portions, the congregation is actively 
involved in the service. They hum, sing aloud, yell and 
join in the sermon as they choose, and almost always their 
timing is impeccable. The quality of the congregation 
appears to have a great effect upon the sermon, influ¬ 
encing the preacher's timing, his involvement in his de¬ 
livery, and sometimes even the length of the performance. 
Professor Mitchell terms this type of dialogue between preacher and con¬ 
gregation the call-and-response pattern, which he clarifies thus: 
Many preachers who pause momentarily for breathing or 
other reasons receive a response from the audience. When 
a Black preacher quotes the centurion (Matt 27:54), it is 
almost obligatory that he pause after the first 'truly* 
and wait for the congregation to repeat the word. In 
fact, this may be done several times before the quotation 
(excellent for climax) is completed with 'this was the 
Son of God. 
Professor Rosenberg's belief that this type of dialogue aids the 
preacher's own timing seems to be borne out by the fact that the min¬ 
isters often invite the audience to "pray with me." And if the preacher 
senses that his congregation is particularly silent, he often reproaches 
1 
Rosenberg, p. 42. 
2 
Ibid., p. 35. 
3 
Mitchell, p. 167. 
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them at the beginning of his sermon: 
The Lord said if you want the Holy Spirit, open up your 
heart and let him walk in there. "You open the door and 
I'll come in and sit down...." I know a lot of members 
that belong to Church and say they've got religion; I've 
never seen a tear. Just running around here talking about 
I know I've got religion. You don't have to jump up and 
shout. Everybody got their own way. But you ought to be 
able to cry sometimes.^ 
In another sermon we find a similar admonition: 
Lot of people say they are Christians and are afraid to 
Witness God's Word--God is a living God. He's not dead; 
He's alive. 
The preacher is not attempting to frighten the congregation; rather, 
he wants to make them more receptive to his message by having them 
enter into a "dialogue" with him. 
In the call-and-response pattern, the minister offers the con¬ 
gregation a particular rhythmic line or phrase which they repeat (in 
its entirety or in part), using the same tonic accents as the preacher. 
The following brief excerpt from a sermon clarifies this point: 
MINISTER: Can there be peace on earth? Oh have mercy Lord! 
CONGREGATION: Have mercy Lord! 
MINISTER: Help your servant preach your eternal word. Oh! 
Oh! Lord. 
CONGREGATION: Oh! Lord!3 
But there is another type of call-and-response pattern which takes 
1 
Rev. W. H. Kingston, "The Prince of Peace." 
2 
Rev. Robert Williams, "The Cross." 
3 
Rev. W. H. Kingston, "The Prince of Peace." 
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place simultaneously with that between the preacher and his congrega¬ 
tion: that between the preacher and other ministers in the pulpit. 
When asked to comment on the significance of this type of pulpit help, 
Rev. Watson replied thus: 
That Zpulpit help7 is this. Have you ever had a job 
pushing a cart? Regardless of how well you are pushing it, 
you may be pushing it all right. But if someone puts a 
hand on it; it helps. It's something he can't help him¬ 
self because it's just a part of him. If you come up while 
I'm picking beans and we start a conversation, before you 
know anything you'll be helping me pick beans.*■ 
This particular type of call-and-response is illustrated in the follow¬ 
ing sermon excerpt delivered by the minister in the above interview: 
MINISTER: I'm going to talk this morning about a waymaker. 
PULPIT MINISTER: Yeah! A waymaker! 
MINISTER: Jesus may not have made no way for you. But 
Jesus has made a way for me. 
PULPIT: Yeah! Go head now. 
MINISTER: So many times 
PULPIT: So many times. Yeah! Yeah! 
MINISTER: When I didn't know the way 
PULPIT: Yeah! Yeah! 
MINISTER: The way was dark. 
PULPIT: Yeah! Yeah! Come on up! 
MINISTER: Sometimes the hills were high. 
PULPIT: Yeah! Yeah! High! 
MINISTER: Sometimes the valleys were low 
PULPIT: Yeah! Yeah! Low! 
1 
Interview with Rev. S. T. Watson 
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MINISTER: But He made a Way. 
PULPIT: Made a Way! Yeah!1 
This type of help from another minister (or ministers) is important for 
at least three reasons. First, the minister receives certain important 
cues which help him gauge the impact of his message on the congregation. 
Second, the pulpit minister repeats the key words and phrases which the 
preacher wishes to stress in his sermon. Third, the pulpit minister, 
just as the members of the congregation, aids the preacher in keeping 
the beat of the rhythmic line. 
But rhythmic lines are often more readily noticeable when they 
occur in a particular pattern. And such matters as inflection, intona¬ 
tion, pauses, stresses, tempo, and call-and-response--essential elements 
of the rhythmic line--are likely to be of even greater significance when 
we turn to a consideration of the rhythmic pattern. 
Ill 
A rhythmic pattern is formed whenever a preacher uses several 
successive lines which have the same or a similar metrical and rhythm¬ 
ical structure. Therefore, the key device here is repetition--repeti- 
tion of whole or of partial rhythmic lines. Perhaps the rhythmic pat¬ 
tern, more so than the rhythmic line, is an important communicative 
device, for as Shapiro and Beum have noted, "The mind delights in antic- 
o 
ipating a pattern." Moreover, as the pattern is often a progression, 
Ï 
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Shapiro and Beum, p. 79. 
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it may aid the preacher in illuminating a particularly significant 
point. For instance, how often have we heard Martin Luther King use a 
pattern similar to the following?: 
I can still sing 'We Shall Overcome' because Carlyle was 
right: 'No lie can live forever.' 
We shall overcome because William Cullen Bryant was 
right: 'Truth crushed to earth will rise again.' 
i 
We shall overcome because James Russell Lowell was right: 
'Truth forever on the scaffold, Wrong forever on the 
throne, yet that scaffold sways the future.' 
We shall overcome because the Bible is right: 'You 
shall reap what you sow.'^ 
Indeed the congregation can delight in such a pattern, for even if they 
are unfamiliar with Carlyle or Bryant or Lowell, they certainly can 
attest to the basic truth of the Bible. And having understood this 
culminating line, the congregation can grasp the essential idea behind 
the whole pattern. No doubt Warren had just such a pattern in mind 
when he suggested that "Dr. King knows the rhythms that convey meaning 
2 
to the Negro masses," 
Another minister uses a similar pattern to show Jesus' love for 
mankind: 
Look at Him, my dying bed-maker; Jesus, my Rose of 
Sharon, Jesus, my rock in a weary land. Come on down to 
this sinful world. 
Born in//another man's stable 
Grew up in//another man's town 
Walked//another man's streets 
Went to//another man's school 
Preached in//another man's book 
1 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., "The War in Vietnam." 
2 
Warren, p. 127. 
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Bore//another man's cross 
Died for//another man's sin 
Rose for//another man's salvation 
He did it because he loved us. Yes He did.^ 
This particular progression allows the preacher to present a brief but 
very effective biography of Jesus (the Christ of the New Testament). 
But God's love for his people is perhaps no where better expressed 
than in the Book of Hosea. Near the end of the sermon, Rev. Williams 
drives the essential point home. 
You know my brothers and my sisters we today have sold 
ourselves Oh.' Lord. So many of us have prostituted 
our souls Oh.' Yeah. We've sold ourselves to Satan and 
to all of his imps . Oh Lord! We've prostituted our¬ 
selves to envy Yeah! We've sold ourselves to hate  
Oh Lord! We've sold ourselves to jealousy Great God! 
We've sold ourselves to bootlegging Oh Lord! We've 
sold ourselves to all crimes Yeah! And we've sold 
ourselves to the number game But I want to tell you if 
you've walked away from God and if you've sold yourselves 
to evil, you can always come back home. Oh Lord! Because 
the Lord we serve is a loving God.^ 
The important point here is that just as Hosea was willing to forgive 
his wife for having been a prostitute, so will God forgive his children 
who have sold themselves to various crimes and vices. 
The pause which precedes and the time interval which follows the 
particular vice tend to set it off from the rest of the line. Let us 
again consider several of these lines: 
1 We've prostituted ourselves// to envy  
2 We've sold ourselves// to jealousy  
3 We've sold ourselves// to all crimes  
1 




The preacher is certainly interested in giving his congregation the 
necessary time to consider for themselves the "evil" of such vices. 
However, such a message is most likely to be received when the 
congregation actively participates in the sermon, as is evidenced by 
the pattern of call-and-response in the following excerpt: 
MINISTER: When man sinned in the Garden, the lion roared 
for the first time. 
CONGREGATION: Yeah! Yeah! 
MINISTER: The bear growled for the first time. 
CONGREGATION: Yeah! Growled. 
MINISTER: The panther squealed for the first time. 
CONGREGATION: Squealed! Yeah. 
MINISTER: And it rained for the first time. 
CONGREGATION: Yeah! For the first time.1 
It can easily be seen that once the congregation picks up the pattern 
"for the first time," they find themselves repeating it somewhat uncon¬ 
sciously. They have in fact learned the pattern so well that by the 
time the minister says the word rained the congregation has already 
begun repeating the pattern. The minister thus encourages his con¬ 
gregation to actively participate in the delivery of the sermon. 
Furthermore, the repetition of "for the first time" gives the 
passage a dramatic quality which could not have been achieved otherwise. 
And by pausing after the verb in each line, he is able to create a 
rhythmic effect. In order to appreciate these effects it is perhaps 
necessary to scan these lines. 
Ï 
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1 The lion roared//for the first time 
2 The bear growled//for the first time 
- _ _ / - - S 
3 The panther squealed//for the first time 
4 And it rained//for the first time 
We note each line contains two principal stresses: the verb and the 
word "first." These stressed onomatopoetic verbs help give the passage 
its dramatic effect. 
Rev. Kingston makes even greater use of certain metric devices in 
this excerpt from "The Prince of Peace:" 
Don't you remember last Sunday night. The winds were 
rising, the thunder were roaring, the lightening were 
playing a limber game on the bosom of the cloud. I was 
on the road. I know what I'm talking about bretheren. I 
told the Lord, 'I know you got all power in your hands; I 
want you--to guide me.' I wonder if I got a witness here?'*' 
In such a pattern the particular intonation and inflection of the 
preacher are very important, for diminuendo and crescendo give it a 
very lyrical effect. Furthermore, we sense a kind of poetic phrasing, 
as in "I want you--to guide me." A complete stop is made after the 
word "you." This is obviously an effort at producing a rhythmic pattern, 
since an ordinary prose reading would normally require a stop only after 
"me." Moreover, the pause or caesura divides the line into two parts, 
each part being composed of three syllables. Further attention should 
be given to the parallel structure and the metric pattern in the follow¬ 
ing lines: 
1 The wi--nds // were rising 
2 
1 
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3 The light--ning // were playing 
Here again the caesurae which divide each line into two equal parts are 
too well contrived to be considered accidental. 
To be sure, as we have already indicated, much of the preacher's 
success in weaving such a pattern depends on the rapport that he has 
with his congregation. For instance, the effect of the following ex¬ 
cerpt depends almost wholly upon the minister's knowledge of his con¬ 
gregation and his ability to anticipate their responses: 
I know you ask yourselves. I don't understand Lord why 
I have to cry sometimes. I don't understand Lord why I 
have to moan sometimes. I don't understand Lord why my 
heart must bleed sometimes. 
The minister knows very well that his congregation would certainly shout 
Amen. He now can make the point which he has been leading up to: that 
"We'll understand it better by n' by when the morning comes." The min¬ 
ister here is very much aware of the part that structure plays in effec¬ 
tive communication. 
Therefore, the rhythmic pattern as well as the rhythmic line are 
quite often used by preachers in an effort to communicate with their 
congregations. But in order to get a better purchase of the nature and 
significance of the message, we must look more carefully at some of the 
rich imagistic patterns in the semons. 
CHAPTER III 
IMAGERY IN THE BLACK SERMON 
In the preceding chapter on rhythm, we noticed how poetry may aid 
the preacher in delivering his sermon. But poetry may serve still 
another function. It can aid the congregation in understanding the 
significance of that which is communicated, that is, the message itself. 
Poetry, therefore, may give us some insights not only into how the 
Black preacher communicates but also into what he communicates. 
But what does he in fact communicate? In order to adequately 
answer this question, we must consider the particular images that the 
preacher creates. The contention here is that imagery not only serves 
to embellish and illustrate, it may also aid in the understanding and 
interpretation of the sermon itself. Writing on this very point, Brooks 
and Warren contend that "images do much more than merely provide a set¬ 
ting or stimulate the imagination or furnish pictures pleasing in them¬ 
selves. Images, particularly as they function in comparisons of various 
sorts, are important devices for interpretation."^ They add further: 
"In poetry, comparisons offer the only means by which the author can 
2 
describe for us the object or situation he wishes to describe." 
Dr. Caroline Spurgeon has attested to this very power of imagery 
when she made the following pointed remark in the introduction to 
- 






I incline to believe that analogy--likeness between 
dissimilar things --which is the fact underlying the pos¬ 
sibility and reality of metaphor holds within itself the 
very secret of the universe 
While the claim here is much more modest than Dr. Spurgeon's, it seems 
quite possible that a discussion of the imagery in the Black sermon 
should give some insight into the cultural and religious life of the 
preacher and his congregation. 
This is indeed one of the conclusions that Pipes reaches after 
observing the sermons of the Black preachers in Macon County, Georgia. 
He points out quite clearly that: "The images used by the preachers 
are vivid and are based on the common, recent, and intense experiences 
of the audiences and the ministers."^ And although Pipes never attempts 
to give any literary definition of "image," he seems to have in mind 
what Dr. Spurgeon calls that "little word picture used by a poet or 
3 
prose writer to illustrate, illuminate and embellish his thought." 
She goes on to say: 
It is a description or an idea, which by comparison or 
analogy, stated or understood, with something else, trans¬ 
mits to us through the emotions and associations it arouses, 
something of the wholeness, the depth and richness of the 
way the writer views, conceives or has felt what he is 
telling us. The image thus gives quality, creates at¬ 
mosphere and conveys emotion in a way precise description, 
1 
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however clear and accurate, cannot possibly do. 
These images are quite often created by such figurative devices 
as simile, metaphor, allegory, conceit, and personification. While the 
conceit is certainly of chief importance in a discussion of Donne's 
sermons, it is of relatively little significance here. The most impor¬ 
tant reason being that this device is more common to the metaphysical 
poets, who attempted to achieve the greatest possible gap between the 
arms of a comparison. The Black preacher, moreover, almost never in¬ 
vites his congregation to take such an imaginative leap as does Donne, 
whose witty style has been summarized thus: 
In prose as in verse wit involved not merely verbal 
tricks and surprises but the bringing together of similar 
objects, and ideas philosophized and fused by intellec¬ 
tual and spiritual perceptions and emotions, weighted by 
frequently abstruse and scientific learning.* 
Therefore, the tropes in the Black sermon are not quite as bold and 
audacious as those which characterize the sermons of Donne. But the 
imagery in the Black sermon is appropriate because it reflects--and 
Pipes would no doubt agree--the particular life styles of the people 
for whom the message is intended. 
For the most part, the imagery in the Black sermon is visual; 
although at times it might call into play other sensory perceptions. 
The preachers usually attempt to paint a clear and vivid picture of God 
working through men in order to achieve His Divine Will. 
1 
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The evidence of the presence of imagery in the sermon comes from 
two sources: the sermons themselves and the preachers who were inter¬ 
viewed for this study. Rev. Johnny Jones, while listening to a record¬ 
ing of his own sermon, pointed out each time he used "comparisons" in 
order to make his message reach the hearts and heads of members of his 
congregation. Rev. William Johnson says that he uses figurative lan¬ 
guage so that "my congregation may see and feel what I am talking about." 
Julius Lester has made a most significant observation in this regard: 
God is like a personal friend, an old buddy, whom you 
talk with man to man. The black church congregation 
doesn't want to be told about God, it wants to feel Him, 
see Him, and touch Him. It is the preacher's respon¬ 
sibility to see that they do.*- 
Certainly the visual and tactile images seem to serve this very purpose, 
as we shall see later in this chapter. 
While our primary concern here is with imagery, we must not con¬ 
clude that imagery necessarily functions independently of rhythm. In 
fact, often the full impact of the images strike us only because they 
occur within a rhythmic framework. No better example can be cited than 
the following passage which we have already discussed in the preceding 
chapter. 
1 The winds were rising 
2 The thunder were roaring 
3 The lightning were playing// 
4 A limber game on the bosom of the clouds. 
The parallel structure of the first three lines has already been com¬ 
mented upon. But it seems that just such a parallel structure is neces¬ 
sary in order to prepare us for the primary image in line 4. The image 
1 
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Mama (New York: Grove Press, 1968), p. 87. 
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seems to be grasped within the very rhythmic pattern. 
In the Black sermon, therefore, rhythm and imagery must be under¬ 
stood as two dimensions--the auditory and visual--of the same imagina- 
Much of the imagery in the Black sermon is centered on the life, 
death and resurrection of Jesus. Through the use of clear and vivid 
images, the ministers attempt to prove God's love and concern for his 
people. According to one minister Jesus told God, "Give me a man-robe, 
let me dress myself up in humanity." This image of a member of the 
Holy Trinity is particularly significant, for it emphasizes the anthro¬ 
pomorphic nature of God. The idea of an anthropomorphic God is essen¬ 
tial to the religion of a troubled people because it shows God's concern 
and involvement in the affairs of man. And the very life of Jesus is 
meant to be a source of inspiration and hope. Rev. Jones seems to be 
quite intent on making this point, as evidenced in the following excerpt: 
Some people say they would work for God but that they 
can't get their hands on anything. But I say you ought to 
look at the life of Jesus. Why Jesus was rich in heaven, 
but He became poor for our sake. Why He was so poor that 
He wasn't fortunate enough to be bora in a mule stable. 
Yet He was so rich that on the morning He was born, God 
sent a choir from heaven telling them I want you to sing a 
song this morning. Sing praise to God in the highest and 
on earth peace and goodwill to all men. He was so poor my 
brothers and sisters that He did not own an automobile. 
Why He walked seventy-two mile to the River Jordan just to 
be baptized. But when John baptized Him in the river of 
Jordan, God opened up the heavens and He spoke directly 
from heaven. He said, 'This is by beloved Son in whom I 
am well pleased.' He was so poor my brothers and sisters 
that He did not own a home. He said, 'The birds in the 
trees they have nests; the foxes they have holes; but the 
Son of man hath no place to lay his head....'l 
1 
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The above excerpt receives its effect from a series of antitheses of 
the form: He was so poor--yet so rich. The implied metaphor here is a 
comparison between the life of Jesus and the lives of the minister's 
congregation. The fact that Jesus himself was materially poor but 
spiritually rich is perhaps intended to offer some hope to those in the 
congregation who may also be materially poor. Furthermore, he uses very 
familiar Biblical phrases and incidents which not only serve to embel¬ 
lish his discourse but also to make it more convincing. 
In "Clear Shining After Rain" Rev. Williams uses symbolic imagery 
in order to point out God's love and concern for his people. In the 
following excerpt he describes the process by which rain is formulated: 
Before rain can be formulated, it goes through a unique 
and unusual process. The sun S-U-N is the essential mech¬ 
anism in the formation of rain. The way rain is formed 
according to science is that the sun shines to the earth 
and the rays draw the water from the earth; it draws water 
from the lakes and rivers. And while it draws water back 
up to the sun and the temperature is steadily going down 
and then going up, the clouds are formed and with the 
steady movement of the temperature the clouds become filled 
and when they become so full it rains.1 
The minister attempts to describe the process in a simple and direct 
manner, without going into technical details. The role of the sun in 
the above excerpt is purposely exaggerated in order that the minister 
may make a very important analogy. 
Spiritually, the sun, not S-U-N this time but S-O-N, 
the annointed one, the son, the Messiah, the Christ, the 
Son of God is the center of our lives and this son draws, 
Didn't he say, 'If you lift me up, I'll DRAW all men unto 
me. This son whom I'm talking about is Jesus, and He draws 
all those old jealous ways from our hearts, all of those 
evil thoughts from our minds, all those old low down ways and 
1 
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low down habits we got. He draws them from our hearts and 
then turns it back into rain and sends the rain back spir¬ 
itually in the form of trials and tribulations.^- 
The minister is indeed very conscious of the pun which is often made on 
the word "sun." Here both sun and son assume a common function: they 
both draw. And this drawing power is the essential point of the analogy. 
While the physical sun draws water from the oceans, lakes, and rivers, 
the spiritual son draws "those old jealous ways from our hearts." We 
notice further that the rain is seen as a symbol of "trials and tribula¬ 
tions." But God is merciful and no matter how hard trials and tribula¬ 
tions may rain upon us, Rev. Williams points out, 'There's always 'Clear 
Shining After Rain.'" 
The incidents surrounding the death and resurrection are often 
dramatized in order to make the congregation identify more closely with 
the agony and suffering of Christ. The following excerpt makes the 
point: 
While He was carrying the cross Death began to talk with 
Him, Death said, 'Jesus, you ought to come on and die now.' 
But Jesus said, 'No, it ain't time for me to die. Get back 
Death leave me alone.' He went on up a little higher and 
after while Death came running back and said, 'Jesus, come 
on and die now, I've been tracking you down for thirty-three 
long years. I thought I had you out on the stormy sea, but 
you walked away, knocked the sea from your eyes and said, 
'Peace be still and I had to leave you alone.' Death said, 
'you come on and die now.' But Jesus said, 'Get back, it 
ain't time for me to go. I got some work that my father has 
for me to do. Most of all I have to pray for my enemies.' 
Then He said, 'Father forgive them for they know not what 
they do.' ... Death came back and said, 'Jesus, come on and 
die now.' Jesus said. 'Death, you leave me alone; you can't 
take my life, but I'll lay my life down.' He looked toward 
1 
J. W. Williams, "Clear Shining After Rain." 
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Heaven and said, 'Father in thy hands I commend my spirit.'^ 
Since Death is personified, the above drama appears real because it is 
an actual dialogue between two real characters, Death and Jesus. The 
drama is narrated so skillfully that the preacher draws little atten¬ 
tion to himself, allowing the congregation to focus their attention on 
the central figures. And the congregation witness and even take part 
in the Crucifixion. Furthermore, through the use of visual imagery, he 
attempts to make the congregation not only see but even touch the wounds 
of Jesus, as is seen in the following lines: 
Nails were in his hands and feet. Blood, because of a 
thorny crown, was gouging from his brow, running into the 
locks of his shoulders.2 
The word "gouge" is particularly effective, as it suggests a rapid un¬ 
even flow. This image in its intensity moves beyond the mere visual 
level. It touches upon the inner life of feeling. 
In another sermon Rev. Williams actually invites his congregation 
to attend the funeral services of Jesus. "We are going to a funeral," 
he tells them, "for we are mourning the death of Jesus." The inflec¬ 
tion and intonation of his voice suggest the grief and sorrow commonly 
3 
associated with a funeral. By "calling the roll" of people who did 
1 




I am again indebted to Rev. Taylor for helping me identify this 
device in the Black sermon. Primarily a rhythmic device, the roll-call 
is usually used whenever ministers wish to give a catalogue of Biblical 
prophets or characters who can give testimony to a particular point he 
wishes to make. 
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not attend the services, he is able to paint a picture of isolation and 
loneliness. For the ones to whom he had been closest and for whom he 
had done the most were not present, and those who had contempt for Him 
were there only to scorn Him. After presenting such a vivid picture to 
the imaginative eyes of his congregation, Rev. Williams shifts gears 
and describes the burial. 
They put him in Joseph's tomb. And he died, and they 
laid him there. You know Death and Sin began to talk 
together. Sin said. 'Death, can you hold Jesus?' Death 
said, 'Yes, I can hold him; I got all the prophets here 
in the grave.' Saturday morning, Sin came back. 'Death, 
can you hold the man?' Death said, 'I can hold him, I got 
everybody here in the grave.' Saturday night about mid¬ 
night Sin came back. 'Oh Death, Oh death, can you hold 
the man down?' Death said, 'Yes, I got him....' And Sun¬ 
day morning Sin came back, 'Death, have you got him, ' 
Death said, 'Sin, I tell you what happened. You know 
last night when you left here about four hours later 
something started moving and I woke up and put my left 
hand on Jesus... and he started moving from side to side. 
And I took my right hand and put in on Jesus and he 
raised up . . . A 
The preacher here is not satisfied with mere proclaiming the Biblical 
words: "He is risen...." He actually opens up the tomb before the 
eyes of the congregation in order to let them see firsthand the struggle 
between Death and Jesus. Furthermore, Rev. Williams uses rhythm to help 
him create the visual images in this excerpt. Speaking in the voice 
of Death this instant and shifting to that of Jesus the next, Rev. 
Williams is able to re-create what appears to have been an actual con¬ 
versation. And the congregation can see the images that the minister 
presents more vividly because they actually hear what they see. In 
this sense, then, the auditory helps create the visual. 
1 
J. W. Williams, "Jesus' Funeral." 
40 
In the above drama the congregation can easily see that Death is 
no victor over Jesus. And in another sermon Rev. Williams, again 
making extensive use of visual and auditory images, makes this point 
even more explicit: 
Early! Early Sunday morning, He got up out of the 
dusty grave. I heard Death say, 'Here's my stain.' 
Grave said, 'Here's my victory!' Hell said, 'Here are 
my keys.' And I saw my dying Bed-maker pull off a dying 
shroud and stepped up on Resurrecting Ground: 'All 
Power is in my hand !' 
The forces of Death are not powerful enough to hold one down who has 
ALL power in his hand. This then is the victory. Rev. Fallin has made 
the essential point in this regard: "Black people identify with Jesus 
suffering on the cross. But the victory comes through the Resurrec- 
tion-"1 in 
Familiar Biblical stories and parables are also an important 
source of the imagery in the Black sermon. And as we have already 
noted, the preachers quite often adapt the Biblical account to make it 
meet the particular needs of their congregations. The Biblical heroes 
seem to step down from their respective places in the Bible in order to 
share in the lives of the ministers and their parishoners. Rev. 
Kingston's sermon, "The Prince of Peace," provides us with a clear 
example of how this adaptation may take place. The text for the sermon 
occurs in Isaiah 9: 6-7, which reads: 
For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given: 
and the government shall be upon his shoulder; and his 
name shall be called Wonderful, Counsellor, the Mighty 
1 
From an interview with Rev. Wilson Fallin, June, 1969. 
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God, the everlasting Father, the Prince of Peace.^ 
Rev. Kingston interpreted and dramatized the passage thus: 
KINGSTON: I see Isaiah here. For unto us a child is born; 
unto us a son is given, and the government shall 
be upon his shoulders. His name shall be called 
Wonderful. Oh Lord! 
CONGREGATION: Oh Lord! 
KINGSTON: How many folks here believe Jesus is wonderful 
this morning? 
CONGREGATION: Yeah! Yeah! Yes, Lord. 
KINGSTON: You know when I get wrong--I know when I get 
wrong, Church--I can't even feel the spirit. I 
sit down with the Lord. I tell Him, 'You 
promised to be my couns'lor.' Wonder if I got a 
witness here? 'An everlasting father.' My 
father left me some time ago, but I got one who 
will never leave me alone. Oh God!^ 
The preacher here claims "I see Isaiah." The scripture suddenly becomes 
alive to him, and he must in turn make it alive for members of his con¬ 
gregation. The text has more meaning for the congregation because the 
preacher creates a visual image of Christ actually performing the 
duties of a counselor. "I sit down with the Lord! I tell Him, 'you 
promised to be my couns'lor'" The minister at this point actually sits 
down, thus making the congregation feel that Christ is actually present. 
As we have noted in the preceding chapter, ministers also like to 
preach from the Book of Hosea in order to illustrate God's love and 
mercy. The story of the prophet and the prostitute provides the min¬ 
isters with the type of subject matter which gives free reign to their 
1 
All Biblical material is taken from the Revised Standard Version. 
2 
Kingston, “The Prince of Peace." 
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imaginative and creative powers. An excerpt from "The Beloved Prosti¬ 
tute" seems to support this claim. In order to show the catastrophic 
effects of "selling oneself" to evil, the minister paints this very 
clear picture of Gomer: 
One of Hosea's best friends told him, 'I saw your 
used-to-be wife standing on the auction block.' She was 
standing there like a fading flower, stripped of all the 
charm and grace that a woman could have. Her hair that 
once had been black and silky as raven feathers now turned 
grey. Her eyes that once were like dotted pearls had now 
waxed dim. Her teeth that once had been as white as a 
flock of sheepwere now falling out. Her lips that were 
once like thread of scarlet had now begun to chap. Her 
tongue that had been as sweet as honeycomb was now cleav¬ 
ing to the roof of her mouth. Her cheeks that once 
looked like pieces of pomegranates were now wrinkled in 
age. Her breast that once had stood as tall and firm as 
two young roses now began to swell. Her body that was 
once like a sculptor's dream was now bent over from the 
burden of many years. Great God from on High.^ 
It is apparent that Rev. Williams has moved beyond the Biblical account 
in his effort to create a vivid portrait of an old unattractive woman 
who was once very beautiful. This degeneration and dissipation are 
poignantly illustrated by the image of a "fading flower." The use of 
the somewhat pejorative phrase "used-to-be wife" instead of the more 
common "former wife" again suggests one who has fallen into low esteem. 
Furthermore, "used-to-be wife" is a more down-to-earth way of speaking, 
a manner which is both clear and concrete. 
It should be noted, furthermore, that a series of smaller images 
--created by the various similes--are stringed together in order to 
create the principal "fading flower" image. By piling image upon image, 
the minister invites his congregation to witness for themselves the 
1 
J. W. Williams, "The Beloved Prostitute." 
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the destructive nature of evil. 
Rev. C. L. Franklin creates a similar effect, as he also describes 
Gomer's "fading beauty:" 
That hair that was black and silky as raven feathers 
began to grow grey. And those eyes that shone like black 
sapphires grew dim. And that smile that was like a sun¬ 
rise faded because time had plowed wrinkles in her face. 
That color that had been kissed and made brown and beau¬ 
tiful by the shades of the evening began to darken and to 
lose its charm. That body that was like a sculptor's 
dream began to bend over by the burden of many years. 
That walk that was like the wind, the cool caressing wind, 
had slowed down.-*- 
The similarity between the two passages suggests that one preacher may 
be indebted to the other. However, what is more likely is that both 
2 
are indebted to a tradition of Black preaching. 
In an effort to make their messages clear, preachers quite often 
refer to Biblical stories or parables that are familiar to all members 
of the congregation. The following excerpt shows how Dr. King retells 
a parable in order to make it applicable to a contemporary problem: 
One day Jesus told a parable of a young man who left 
home and wandered into a far country where in adventure 
after adventure and sensation after sensation, he sought 
life. But he never found it; he only found frustration 
and bewilderment. The farther he moved from his father's 
house, the closer he came to the house of frustration and 
despair. The more he did what he liked, the less he like 
what he did. After the boy had wasted all, a famine 
developed in the land. He ended up seeking food in a hog 
pen. The story does not end there. It goes on to say 
 T  
Rev. C. L. Franklin, "Hosea the Prophet and Gomer the Prostitute." 
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Many Black ministers may preach on the same subject and use the 
same or very similar sources. The sermons may also be developed along 
the same line. For instance, almost all Black preachers have preached 
on "Dry Bones in the Valley," and they almost inevitably at some point 
attempt to "connect" the bones. 
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that in this state of disillusionment, blinding frustration 
and homesickness, the boy came to himself and said, 'I will 
arise and go to my father and I will say to him, Father, I 
have sinned against heaven and before thee. The prodigal 
son was not himself when he left home.... The parable ends 
with the boy returning home to find a loving father waiting 
with outstretched arms and a heart filled with unutterable 
joy.1 
It is quite evident that Dr. King, while using the outline of the 
parable, has expanded upon it in an effort to depict not necessarily a 
Biblical character but a present-day youth. Furthermore, while the 
parable has its own characteristic imagery, Dr. King wants his congrega¬ 
tion to see the destructive path of a youth who has journeyed from a 
mansion to a hog pen. He uses the antithetical method in order to show 
more vividly the "young man's" rapid dissipation. The image is quite 
clear: "The farther he moved from his father's house, the closer he 
came to the house of frustration and despair." Dr. King can now move 
to the subject of his analogy: 
The home that all too many Americans left was solidly 
constructed. Its pillars were grounded in the image of 
our Judaeo-Christian heritage. All men are made in the 
image of God; all men are brothers.... What a marvelous 
foundation for any home. But America has strayed away. 
And this unnatural excursion has brought only confusion 
and bewilderment. It has left hearts aching with guilt 
and minds distorted with irrationality.2 
Therefore, by substituting certain key words and phrases, Dr. King 
adapts the parable to make it analogous to the Vietnamese war. His hope 
is that America, like the prodigal son, will come back home. 
It is time for all people of conscience to call upon 
America to come back home. Come Home, America--from 
1 




your dark sojourn in the far country of racism. Come Home, 
America--from your reckless adventures in Vietnam. Come 
Home, America.1 
All of the rich imagery of the Biblical parable as well as the intensity 
of his desire seem to be locked in this one deeply moving rhythmic pat¬ 
tern. The Black preacher, therefore, is quite creative in his use of 
clear, concrete images--images that suggest God's mercy, love, and con¬ 
cern for mankind. And, indeed as Julius Lester has observed, "When the 
Black preacher shouts, 'God is a living God.' Don't argue. Get ready 
2 
to shake hands with the Lord Almighty." 
1 
M. L. King, "The War in Vietnam." 
2 
Lester, p. 87. 
CONCLUSION 
The purpose of this study has been to point out the importance of 
poetry in the sermons of Black Baptist Preachers. Poetry in the sermon 
serves more than an esthetic function; it may also illuminate. 
In the first chapter I have argued the case for the relationship 
between poetry and preaching. It has been suggested that some aspects 
of poetry may be found in all forms of communication. But since preachers 
must make a particularly persuasive appeal to their congregations, they 
inevitably become quite caught up in "the stuff of poetry." The views 
of professors of homiletics as well as those of preachers themselves 
have served to substantiate this claim. 
Now a special case has been made for the Black preacher. James 
Weldon Johnson was perhaps the first to make note of the preacher's use 
of poetry in his sermons. In the preface to God's Trombones, he com¬ 
ments rather extensively on the rhythmic art of the old-time Negro 
preacher. And one of the chief motivating factors behind this study 
has been to show that much of the art of the old-time preacher is still 
present in the sermons of contemporary Black preachers. 
Perhaps the two most essential elements of poetry are rhythm and 
imagery. And I have looked at the sermon with these two elements in 
mind. While I have argued for the presence of these elements in the 
sermons, I have insisted with equal vigor that the sermon ought not be 
considered a poem. With this in mind, I have not searched the sermons 
for certain poetic devices. The intention has been to show how the 
preacher uses these devices--and not the devices, him--in order to 
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communicate with his congregation and to aid them in understanding the 
significance of his message. 
The idea of rhythm in the sermon was considered in Chapter II. A 
discussion of the importance of rhythm in poetry was considered in 
order to help me better understand its significance in the Black sermon. 
James Weldon Johnson, Bruce Rosenberg, and William Pipes as well as the 
ministers whom I interviewed all attested to the presence of rhythm in 
the Black sermon. Henry Mitchell, on the other hand, feels that rhythm 
does not play that significant a role in the Black sermon. But his dis¬ 
cussion of what he calls "poetic rhetoric" seems to depend at least 
upon a basic concept of rhythm, inasmuch as he discusses such matters 
as intonation, inflection, and the pattern of call and response. When 
I asked Rev. David Rice to comment on Professor Mitchell's findings, he 
pointed out that Dr. Mitchell was perhaps interested in rescuing the 
Black sermon from stereotypical views that some may hold who do not 
understand the nature and significance of the rhythmic art. Rev. Rice 
points out most insistently that, "Yes, we do have rhythm, but that's 
not all we have."^- And I have been interested in pointing out the sig¬ 
nificance and nature of that "other" in the Black sermon. 
Two aspects of rhythm in the sermon were discussed--no doubt there 
are others: the rhythmic line and the rhythmic pattern. These two 
categories are not separate entities, for rhythmic lines make up rhyth¬ 
mic patterns. The purpose of such a division was to be able to study 
the properties of the single line on the one hand and on the other, to 
study how these lines function in a given structure. Of particular 
Ï 
From an interview with Rev. David Rice, May, 1971. 
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significance here is the progression, for it aids the preacher in lead¬ 
ing up to an important point or idea he wishes to express. In this 
sense, then, rhythm can be seen as an important device for communication. 
Preachers vary their rhythm throughout the sermon. This not only 
rescues their discourses from a bland monotony, it also has important 
structural significance. Richard Wright has made note of the pattern 
of a preacher's rhythm and its effect on a congregation. 
As the sermon progresses, the preacher's voice increases 
in emotional intensity, and we, in tune and sympathy with 
his sweeping story, sway in our seats until we have lost all 
notion of time and have begun to float. The preacher begins 
to punctuate his words with sharp rhythms, and we are lifted 
far beyond the boundaries of our daily lives, and upward and 
outward, until drunk with the enchanted vision, our senses 
lifted to the burning skies, we do not know who we are, what 
we are, or where we are....* 
In the third chapter imagery was considered. Through the skillful 
use of imagery, a preacher is able to present clear, vivid pictures 
before the imaginative eyes of his congregation. He may even adapt 
Biblical passages and charge them with his own vivid images in order to 
prove God's love and concern for his children. Thus the minister makes 
his congregation see and feel the presence of God in their daily lives. 
He is seen as one who sits down with the preacher and his parishoners 
and listens to their problems and ultimately--but in His own time-- 
finds a solution for them. 
Moreover, when asked to comment on the role of the Black preacher, 
Rev. Fallin gave this most pertinent reply: 
They /the Black congregation/ have been oppressed. 
This oppression has left scars on them.... They have 
1 
Cited by Pipes in preface to Sav Amen, Brother. 
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brought their frustrations and problems to the church. The 
Negro preacher through his sermon has lifted these problems 
up to God and has articulated their grievances and has 
given the people the sense of worth that they need.l 
The sermon, therefore, seems to be a conscious effort on the part 
of the Black preacher to make his congregation feel that God is in their 
midst, that He is a comforter for the distressed, and that He can make 
a way out of no way. While the sermons are not eschatological in any 
systematic way, there is an expression of hope, not necessarily in any 
future situation or event, but in a God who will continue to let them 
BE. And while these sermons suggest a certain intimacy with God, they 
also express a deep reverence and respect for Him. In approaching my 
critical task, I have not attempted to destroy but to illuminate the 
nature of this reverence and respect. 
I have not been able, in these few pages, to adequately explore 
the richness and profundity of the Black sermon, Much more remains to 
be said in this whole area. The historian of religions, for instance, 
will search these pages in vain only to find that I have not attempted 
to show the indebtedness that these sermons owe to African religions. 
The theologian will find here no effort to treat the sermon in any 
systematically theological manner. Teachers of homiletics and preach¬ 
ing will find no clear advice on how to construct or deliver a sermon. 
Folklorists may see possibilities which may have been developed, but 
were left hanging. My reason for not treating these matters as well as 
other significant ones is twofold. First, this study has attempted to 
deal only with some aspects of poetry in the Black sermon. Second, I 
Ï 
From interview with Rev. Fallin. 
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am not sufficiently competent to explore these other rich areas. Yet 
the task ought to be done. And it is with the sincere hope that it 
will be done that I present this paper as a prolegomena. 
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